Chapter 5

Comparing the Risk Attitudes
of Internationally Mobile and Non-Mobile
Germans
Christiane Lübke, Jean P. Décieux, Marcel Erlinghagen, and Gert G. Wagner

5.1 Introduction
Moving particularly to a new country is a risky endeavour. People who choose to
migrate are often thought to be more adventurous and risk-loving than their non-
mobile counterparts. Robust empirical evidence on the risk attitudes of migrants is
limited, however, particularly for migrants originating from high-income countries
such as Germany. This study examines whether the risk attitudes of internationally
mobile Germans (‘movers’) indeed differ significantly from those of their non-
mobile counterparts (‘stayers’), and whether significant differences can be observed
in the risk attitudes of emigrants and remigrants. We also examine the effect of
geographical and cultural distance between Germany and the destination country,
predicting that it takes more courage to move to a more distant country.
Living and working abroad is becoming an increasingly important feature of
individual careers at least in highly developed democratic welfare states (Erlinghagen
et al. 2009). International mobility seems to be positively associated with increases
in salaries (see Witte and Guedes Auditor 2021) and subjective well-being (see
Guedes Auditor and Erlinghagen 2021). Some socio-economic and socio-
demographic determinants of international mobility (e.g. education, gender; see
Ette and Erlinghagen 2021) are also known to be general determinants of social
inequality. If the propensity for international mobility is socially stratified, and if
international mobility experiences independently increase individual life chances,
international mobility may function as a catalyst for social inequality.
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The decision to migrate and the choice of where to move is highly complex; it
depends on a wide range of contextual and individual factors (Massey et al. 1994).
In the economic literature, migration is generally conceptualised as an investment
decision informed by the expected costs and benefits of migration (Massey et al.
1994; Sjaastad 1962). Migration from (and return migration to) high-income countries is not primarily driven by the aspiration to escape poverty and disadvantage
(van Dalen and Henkens 2007). Socio-psychological approaches such as subjective
expected utility (SEU; see Fischhoff et al. 1981; Fishburn 1981) and social production function theory (SPF; Lindenberg and Frey 1993; Ormel et al. 1999) broaden
the perspective on the costs and benefits of migration to cover non-monetary aspects,
including social and emotional determinants. Psychological determinants may also
help to explain why some individuals decide to migrate while others do not. To date,
however, little is known about the psychological determinants of international
migration. Boneva and Frieze (2001) have argued that there is a kind of ‘migrant
personality’ that differentiates those who leave their country from those who stay at
home. Higher risk affinity may be one aspect of such a personality, with migrants
being more adventurous and risk-loving than non-migrants. Against this background, this chapter aims to contribute to the debate on the psychological determinants of international migration by investigating whether, how, and to what extent
psychological differences between individuals can help to understand individual
migration propensities.

5.2

 heoretical Considerations and Current State
T
of Research

Risky behaviours are those whose outcome is not known beforehand; they afford
both the opportunity for reward and the possibility of loss or failure (Mata et al.
2018, p. 156). Risk attitude is a well-established construct, used primarily by psychologists and economists in the analysis of risky behaviours. We conceptualise an
individual’s risk attitude (also called risk preference or risk orientation) as their
general willingness to take risks (Dohmen et al. 2011; Mata et al. 2018). People
vary in their appetite for risk; risk-averse individuals prefer to avoid risks, whereas
risk-affine individuals are willing to take risks or even enjoy doing so.
A further distinction can be drawn between risk and uncertainty. In risky situations, such as a game of roulette, the probabilities of different outcomes are known
or knowable. In uncertain situations, such as moving abroad, in contrast, those probabilities are unknown (Williams and Baláž 2012). In most real-life situations, the
future is not predictable. Accordingly, the focus of studies in the social sciences
tends to be on cases of uncertainty. It seems reasonable to assume that risk-affine
individuals will be more likely than risk-averse individuals to engage in uncertain
behaviours. Various empirical studies have indeed demonstrated the behavioural
consequences of risk attitudes across contexts such as financial investments, careers,
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and health. The tendency to take risks has been shown to correlate with behaviours
including educational choices (Obermeier and Schneider 2015), smoking and specific sport and leisure activities (Dohmen et al. 2011), and job mobility (van Huizen
and Alessie 2019).

5.2.1

Risk Attitude and the Propensity to Migrate

Individual risk attitude has also been suggested to influence the propensity to
migrate (Bonin et al. 2009; Huber and Nowotny 2018; Jaeger et al. 2010). People
who decide to leave their familiar surroundings to live and work abroad face substantial changes and challenges. Migration tends to be motivated by the aspiration
to improve one’s living conditions. Success in this endeavour cannot be guaranteed,
however. There is always the risk of failure, even if the move is well informed and
well planned. Migrants’ knowledge of the destination country, its opportunities and
conditions, is imperfect, causing uncertainty (Williams and Baláž 2012). Leaving
family, friends, and neighbours can result in a loss of instrumental and psychological support, causing further uncertainty. In addition, migrants leave familiar legal
frameworks and cultural institutions (e.g., languages and patterns of everyday social
interaction) behind them and are often no longer covered by social security provisions (e.g. health insurance). Against this background, it seems reasonable to
assume that migrants originating from high-income countries such as Germany,
whose decision to migrate is not driven primarily by the aspiration to escape poverty
and disadvantage (van Dalen and Henkens 2007), are especially adventurous and
risk-loving.
Although Boneva and Frieze (2001) have proposed a ‘migrant personality’ that
might explain why some people decide to migrate while others do not, little is
known about the psychological determinants of international migration. As noted
above, in the neoclassical economic literature, migration is conceptualised as an
investment decision informed by the expected costs and benefits of migration
(Massey et al. 1994; Sjaastad 1962). Individuals decide to migrate when the benefits
of migration (e.g. a better standard of living) outweigh its costs (e.g., the expenses
of moving and setting up a new home, but also social and emotional costs). Both
costs and benefits are uncertain, especially when the destination is unfamiliar.
Individual risk attitudes may affect the weight that people give to these costs and
benefits and thus influence the migration decision. More adventurous and risk-
loving individuals may be more willing than risk-averse people to accept higher
costs in order to improve their chances of success.
To date, only a few studies have empirically analysed the impact of individual
risk attitudes on the propensity to migrate. These studies have examined different
migrant groups and obtained mixed results. Jaeger et al. (2010) studied internal
migrants in Germany. Controlling for a range of demographic characteristics, they
found that individuals who were more willing to take risks were more likely to
migrate (for similar results, see Bauernschuster et al. 2014). The results of a study
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on the risk attitudes of migrants to Germany suggest the opposite: Bonin et al.
(2009) found that first-generation immigrants were, on average, less willing to take
risks than German natives. This result needs to be interpreted with caution, however: Immigrants were defined retrospectively by citizenship (and not by actual
migration experience), meaning that the analysis was limited to a well-defined but
selective group of immigrants. It is possible that more risk-affine migrants had
already moved on to other countries.
Another problem with the Bonin et al. (2009) study is that they compared the risk
attitudes of migrants with those of the population of the receiving country. Given
findings of substantial cross-national variation in risk appetite (Falk et al. 2018), it
would make more sense to compare the risk attitudes of migrants with those of
compatriots who stayed in the country of origin. A recent study by Huber and
Nowotny (2018) attempted to overcome this limitation. Using data from 30 mostly
post-communist and emerging countries, they investigated the correlation between
migration intention and individual risk attitudes. Across all countries, more risk-
affine individuals were more likely to be willing to migrate, whether within the
country or abroad. Furthermore, the results suggested that potential emigrants from
wealthier countries were particularly adventurous and risk-loving. Likewise,
Williams et al. (2018) studied the migration intentions of young adults in Europe.
Their findings again identified individual risk attitude as an important determinant
of the willingness to migrate. Moreover, they found that this personality trait played
a more important role in Germany and UK than in Eastern European countries.
Note, however, that both studies investigated migration intentions rather than actual
migration behaviour.
Our study was designed to overcome the limitations of these previous analyses.
It drew on new data from the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study
(GERPS) in combination with data from the German Socio-Economic Panel Study
(SOEP). Our analyses considered actual migration behaviour rather than migration
intentions and compared the risk attitudes of German emigrants and remigrants
(‘movers’) with those of the non-mobile population (‘stayers’).
Research has found consistent differences in risk attitudes along socio-
demographic lines. Men tend to be more willing to take risks than women; risk
affinity declines with age and is positively correlated with educational level
(Dohmen et al. 2011). In addition, the uncertainty of international migration can be
expected to decrease as a function of the resources available to an individual:
resources like economic, human, and social capital can buffer the possible negative
consequences of migration. To exclude the possibility that differences in key socio-
demographic or socio-economic characteristics are at the root of differences in risk
affinity, we controlled for current age and age2, gender, household composition,
labour force status, education, and subjective health status and migration background.
Accordingly, we formulated the following general hypothesis about the risk attitudes of German migrants:
H1 Internationally mobile individuals are more willing to take risks than are non-
mobile individuals staying in Germany (controlling for a variety of socio-
demographic and socio-economic characteristics).
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In contrast to what is commonly assumed in migration theory, migration is not
necessarily a linear movement from one location to a permanent new destination.
Remigration to the home country is also an important feature of international migration, as is moving on to another country (Constant and Zimmermann 2013).
However, it is unclear whether–and if so, how–risk attitudes affect this kind of circular migration.
Remigration might be assumed to involve less uncertainty than emigration:
(potential) remigrants know much more about the living conditions in their country
of origin and may still have support networks there (e.g. family and friends). Yet a
certain level of risk remains: Remigrants have to leave their workplaces, neighbourhoods, and the social networks they have built up while living abroad. It remains
uncertain whether their reintegration in Germany will succeed. We therefore formulated the following hypothesis on the risk attitudes of remigrants:
H2 The risk attitudes of remigrants do not differ from those of emigrants (controlling for a variety of socio-demographic and socio-economic characteristics).

5.2.2

Risk Attitude and Choice of Where to Move

Risk attitude might affect not only the decision to migrate but also the choice of
where to move. The costs and risks of international migration depend to some extent
on the distance between the country of origin and the destination, in both geographical and cultural terms. The further away the destination, the higher the costs of
relocating, the more difficult it is to obtain information about the destination in
advance, and the greater the challenges of keeping in touch with family and friends
back home. Probably more importantly, larger differences in culture, language,
institutions, values, and norms require greater adaption. Migrants not only need to
learn a new language, they also need to get used to another way of life.
Much research has shown that migration flows decrease with geographical distance, indicating that geographical and cultural differences are a main migration
barrier (Belot and Ederveen 2012; Hofstede 2001). Little is known, however, about
individual differences in the propensity to migrate to geographically and culturally
distant countries. One might expect more adventurous and risk-loving individuals to
be more willing to accept (or even actively seek out) cultural differences. The findings of Bauernschuster et al. (2014) on moves within Germany point in this direction, showing that more risk-affine individuals were mobile over longer distances
and more likely to cross cultural boundaries within Germany (as measured by historical dialect data). The same can be expected to apply to international migration.
To our knowledge, however, no previous study has investigated this relationship.
Geographical and especially cultural distance between countries is hard to define
and even harder to measure in a valid manner. As a first, rough approximation, we
distinguished between countries neighbouring Germany, other European countries,
and non-European countries. The neighbouring countries were further divided in
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two groups: (primarily or partly) German-speaking countries (Austria, Switzerland,
and Luxembourg) and (primarily) non-German-speaking countries (France,
Belgium, Netherlands, Denmark, Poland, and the Czech Republic). We would
expect the costs of migration to (partly) German-speaking neighbouring countries
to be lowest, followed by non-German speaking neighbouring countries, other
European countries, and finally non-European countries. We worked on the assumption that European countries are culturally closer to Germany than are non-European
countries not least due to the process of European integration, which offers a common economic, political, and legal institutional framework.
Against this background, we formulated the following hypothesis:
H3 Migrants to geographically and culturally more distant countries are more risk-
affine than are migrants to geographically and culturally less distant countries.
The costs and risks of international migration can be minimized in various ways.
Language competence is a key factor here. Migrants with at least a basic knowledge
of the language spoken in the destination country should find it easier to adapt and
settle in. Those with poor or no language skills face higher cultural barriers and thus
need to be more risk-affine. Previous migration experience can also be expected to
reduce uncertainty; experienced migrants are more aware of the challenges and difficulties of international migration. We therefore hypothesized the following:
H4 Migrants with no or low language competence are more risk-affine than
migrants with good language competence; migrants with no previous migration
experience are more risk-affine than migrants with previous migration experience.
The costs and insecurity associated with remigration depend primarily on
whether migrants have maintained connections to the country of origin during their
stay abroad. Remigration should be easier for migrants who have kept up family and
friendship ties and stayed informed about developments in their country of origin.
We captured these connections to the home country by remigrants’ emotional
attachment to Germany and the duration of stay abroad. We hypothesized the
following:
H5 Remigrants who stayed abroad for longer are more risk-affine than are those
who were not away for so long; remigrants who feel less attached to Germany are
more risk-affine than those who still have friendship ties with Germany.

5.3

Data and Methods

We drew on two data sources: the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study
(GERPS), which assesses internationally mobile Germans, and the German Socio-
Economic Panel Study (SOEP), which covers Germany’s non-mobile population.
GERPS is based on a random sample drawn from local population registers and
covers 20–70 year old German nationals who either emigrated from or remigrated
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to Germany between July 2017 and June 2018 (see Ette et al. 2021 in this volume).
We use data from GERPS wave 1, which contains information on 11,897 individuals (4928 emigrants and 6969 remigrants). The German Socio-Economic Panel
Study (SOEP) is a wide-ranging representative multi-cohort study of the population
living in Germany. Every year, around 30,000 persons in about 15,000 households
are surveyed (Goebel et al. 2019). The SOEP provides a control sample of internationally non-mobile Germans, allowing us to assess differences in risk attitudes
between movers and stayers. We used data from 2017 (v34), limiting the dataset to
German citizens. We also excluded all individuals who had moved 20 kilometers or
more within Germany between 2015 and 2017, resulting in a study sample of 20,134
German stayers.
Individual risk attitudes were assessed in terms of self-reported general willingness to take risks. Respondents to both GERPS and SOEP were asked: “Are you
generally a person who is willing to take risks or do you try to avoid taking risks?”
Responses were given on a scale from 0 (‘not at all willing to take risks’) to 10
(‘very willing to take risks’). This self-report measure has proved to be a valid indicator of risk attitude that is strongly associated with actual behaviour (Dohmen et al.
2011; Mata et al. 2018). We estimated multivariate OLS regressions on individual
risk attitudes; as control variables, we included age and age2, gender, household
composition, labour force status, education, subjective health status, and migration
background, and different more migration specific explanatory variables such as
self-rated language competence, and previous migration experience. Table 5.1
reports the descriptive statistics for the variables included in our analyses; Table 5.2
provides descriptive statistics for further independent variables included in later
analyses (regressions of geographical/cultural distance on risk attitude).

5.4

Results

Figure 5.1 shows the distribution of the general willingness to take risks among
German emigrants, remigrants, and stayers. For the stayers, the findings are consistent with the results of other studies (e.g. Dohmen et al. 2011, p. 527). Risk attitude
was distributed widely across the entire scale, but clearly peaked at the mid-point 5.
The picture emerging for movers is completely different: they were much more
willing to take risks than stayers, and the distributions for emigrants and remigrants
were highly congruent, peaking at point 7. Table 5.3 confirms these descriptive findings: Under statistical control for key socio-demographic and socio-economic variables, both emigrants and remigrants reported significantly higher risk affinity than
stayers (Model 1). This finding supports our first hypothesis, confirming that internationally mobile individuals are more willing to take risks than are their counterparts who stayed in Germany.
Furthermore, there was no significant difference in the risk attitudes of emigrants
and remigrants (Model 2 in Table 5.3). Individuals who returned to Germany were
not more or less risk-affine than German emigrants who had recently moved abroad.
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Table 5.1 Descriptive statistics used in mover–stayer comparisons
Proportion in % or mean (SD)
Stayers (SOEP)
Emigrants (GERPS)
Dependent variables
Risk attitude (11-point scale)
Socio-demographic variables
Male
Female
Age (in years)
No migration background
1st generation migrant
2nd generation migrant
Couple without children
Couple with child(ren)
Lone parent
Single household
Other household composition
Socio-economic variables
Post-sec. Education & lower
Bachelor degree
Master degree or higher
(Self-)employed
Unemployed
Not in employment
Subjective health status
(Very) good
Satisfactory
(Very) bad
N

4.8 (2.3)

6.0 (2.2)

Overall
5.2 (2.4)

45.9%
54.1%
50.5 (18.1)
83.6%
9.5%
6.9%
31.5%
40.1%
9.3%
14.6%
1.9%

46.1%
47.4%
36.7 (11.33)
62.7%
12.6%
13.8%
27.0%
17.4%
2.0%
32.5%
9.1%

46.0%
51.6%
45.5 (17.3)
75.9%
10.6%
9.5%
29.8%
31.7%
6.6%
21.3%
4.6%

71.7%
14.3%
9.6%
51.8%
4.8%
40.0%

27.2%
14.2%
52.1%
61.0%
4.5%
28.8%

55.2%
14.3%
25.4%
55.2%
4.7%
36.4%

46.6%
33.4%
17.5%
20,134

74.8%
13.4%
5.0%
11,897

57.1%
26.0%
12.8%
32,031

Sources: GERPSw1, SOEP2017

This finding suggests that individual risk attitude affects the decision to emigrate but
does not have an additional impact on the decision to remigrate. This may be
because remigration is less risky than emigration: remigrants are much more knowledgeable about the living conditions in their country of origin and can often rely on
an established support network (e.g. family members) when returning to Germany.
Finally, we ran a separate estimation for German stayers only (Model 3) to compare patterns of correlation between the control variables and risk attitudes in this
group and in the group of German migrants (Model 2). Overall, the pattern of coefficients for the stayers (Model 3) was similar to that observed in previous studies
(e.g. Dohmen et al. 2011; Halek and Eisenhauer 2001): Females had lower risk
attitudes than men; willingness to take risks declined with age and was positively
correlated with educational level. In addition, couples with children were less risk-
affine than were individuals living in single households. Finally, there was a significant negative relationship between health and risk attitude.
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Table 5.2 Descriptive statistics used in analyses on geographical/cultural distance
Proportion in %
Emigrants
Remigrants
Previous migration experience
Less than 1 year abroad
1–2 years abroad
2–5 years abroad
More than 5 years abroad
Always in Germany
1 times abroad
2 times abroad
3 or more times abroad
Geographical distance
Switzerland, Austria, Luxembourg
Neighbouring country
Other European country
Non-European country
Language competence
Mother tongue
Very good
Quite good
So-so
(Very) poor
Emotional attachment to Germany
(Rather) attached
(Rather) not attached
N

Overall

13.7%
14.6%
26.8%
38.5%
36.3%
27.0%
16.0%
16.2%
32.1%
16.8%
24.8%
25.5%

18.0%
13.4%
25.8%
41.3%

23.9%
14.8%
25.4%
34.5%

32.9%
29.7%
10.3%
9.0%
12.3%

28.0%
37.5%
9.9%
8.4%
12.1%

30.0%
34.2%
10.1%
8.7%
12.2%

63.1%
30.2%
4997

60.9%
31.8%
6900

61.8%
31.3%
11,897

Source: GERPSw1

Comparison with the estimation for internationally mobile Germans (Model 2)
shows that migrants’ risk attitudes only partly followed the patterns observed for
stayers. As for stayers, we found a negative relationship between health and willingness to take risks, and women had significantly lower risk attitudes than men.
However, no age or education effects emerged. The model fit of Model 2 was considerably lower than that of Model 3 (R2: 0.019 vs. 0.076), indicating that our standard socio-economic and socio-demographic control variables correlated much
better with stayers’ risk attitudes than with movers’.
We now turn to the relationship between migrants’ risk attitude and their choice
of where to move. We expected more risk-affine migrants to be more likely to move
to geographically/culturally more distant countries. As described above, we distinguished between German-speaking neighbouring countries (as the reference group),
non-German-speaking neighbouring countries, other European countries, and non-
European countries, assuming this differentiation to capture increasing geographical/cultural distance.
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Fig. 5.1 Distribution of general willingness to take risks for German stayers, emigrants, and remigrants. (Sources: GERPSw1, SOEP2017)

Table 5.4 displays the results of regressions of country of destination on individual risk attitude separately for emigrants and remigrants, controlling for the variables analysed in Table 5.3. For emigrants, risk attitude was positively associated
with geographical/cultural distance: Emigrants moving to non-European countries
were significantly more risk-affine than those moving to German-speaking neighbouring countries. The same held for emigrants to European countries that do not
neighbour Germany. There was, however, no significant difference in the risk attitudes of emigrants to German- versus non-German-speaking neighbouring countries. This finding suggests that language does not seem to be the main migration
barrier for German emigrants. Note, however, that the lion’s share of German emigration was to German-speaking neighbouring countries (see Ette and Erlinghagen
2021). For remigrants, we again observed a positive relationship between risk attitude and geographical/cultural distance. Remigrants returning from non-European
countries reported highly significantly higher risk attitudes. These results confirm
our hypothesis that geographical/cultural distance of the destination country is positively related to risk-affinity.
In a final step, we investigated the role of other factors that might increase or
decrease the costs of international migration (Table 5.5): language competence, previous migration experience, duration of stay abroad, and emotional attachment to
Germany. We assumed that speaking the language of the destination country reduces
feelings of insecurity. Consequently, we expected emigrants with good language
skills to report a lower willingness to take risks than emigrants with no or poor

Table 5.3 Coefficients and standard errors (in parentheses) of the OLS regressions on migration
and willingness to take risks
Model (1): Full model Model (2): Movers
Ref.
–
0.876***
ref.
(0.046)
–
Remigrants
0.976***
0.081
(0.042)
(0.043)
Age
−0.001
0.006
(0.005)
(0.010)
Age2
−0.000*
0.000
(0.000)
(0.000)
Female (ref. male)
−0.714***
−0.311***
(0.026)
(0.043)
Household composition (ref. single household)
Couple without children
−0.101**
−0.259***
(0.037)
(0.053)
Couple with child(ren)
−0.145***
−0.290***
(0.039)
(0.062)
Lone parent
0.013
−0.078
(0.059)
(0.148)
Other household composition 0.143*
0.127
(0.066)
(0.076)
Labour force status (ref. (self-)employed)
Unemployed
0.248***
0.117
(0.062)
(0.101)
Not in employment
−0.056
−0.195***
(0.033)
(0.050)
Highest educ. Qualification (ref. post-sec. Education & lower)
Bachelor degree
0.120**
0.091
(0.038)
(0.068)
Master degree or higher
−0.040
−0.026
(0.036)
(0.050)
Migration background (ref. no migration background)
1st generation migrant
−0.033
−0.198**
(0.041)
(0.061)
2nd generation migrant
0.221***
0.116*
(0.046)
(0.059)
Subjective health status (ref. (very) good)
Satisfactory
−0.263***
−0.291***
(0.032)
(0.060)
(Very) bad
−0.603***
−0.321***
(0.042)
(0.095)
Constant
5.791***
6.163***
(0.108)
(0.211)
Observations
29,852
10,466
R2
0.116
0.019

Model (3): Stayers

Stayers
Emigrants

Sources: GERPSw1, SOEP2017, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

−0.021***
(0.006)
0.000
(0.000)
−0.896***
(0.033)
−0.010
(0.051)
−0.147**
(0.054)
0.009
(0.070)
0.285*
(0.126)
0.273***
(0.078)
−0.014
(0.044)
0.130**
(0.047)
−0.018
(0.056)
0.099
(0.055)
0.254***
(0.070)
−0.237***
(0.038)
−0.622***
(0.047)
6.393***
(0.145)
19,386
0.076
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Emigrants
Switzerland, Austria, Luxembourg Ref.
Other neighbouring country
−0.024
(0.093)
Other European country
0.222**
(0.083)
Non-European country
0.446***
(0.083)
Constant
5.855***
(0.311)
Observations
4639
R2
0.032

Remigrants
Ref.
−0.130
(0.097)
0.051
(0.082)
0.313***
(0.077)
6.155***
(0.278)
6358
0.025

Both models control for age, age2, gender, family composition,
labour force status, highest educational qualification, migration
background, and subjective health status. Source: GERPSw1
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

language skills. Indeed, multivariate results suggest that emigrants with lower than
mother tongue skills, are more willing to take risks than native speakers. There are,
however, no differences between those who report good, mediocre, and poor skills.
Pairwise comparisons (not reported in Table 5.5) corroborate the finding that each
single category is associated with higher risk propensity than the reference category
of native speakers. Thus, all non-native speaking emigrants seems to have a significantly higher appetite for risk than native speakers do.
Some correlations between the number of previous stays abroad (of 4 months or
more) and risk attitudes also emerged, but in an unexpected direction. Instead of the
expected negative correlation, the willingness to take risks increased with the number of previous stays abroad. Within the narrow economic theory of migration, this
finding could be interpreted as evidence that voluntary emigration from high-income
countries like Germany is only partly motivated by the aspiration to better one’s
living conditions or attributable to available resources; rather, it seems to be simply
a matter of risk appetite. Thus, (repeated) emigration seems to be a matter of personality and an expression of a more adventurous lifestyle.
For remigrants, we considered emotional attachment to Germany and duration of
stay abroad as factors that could potentially affect the insecurity associated with a
return to Germany. As expected, remigrants who felt less attached to Germany were
more risk-affine than those who felt more attached. This could be because the risks
of remigration are lower for those who feel attached to Germany. For the same reasons, we predicted that the risks of remigration would increase as a function of the
length of the stay abroad. However, the data did not confirm that remigrants who
had stayed abroad for longer were also more risk-affine than those who were not
away for so long. If anything, the opposite was true: there was a weak but significant
negative correlation between risk attitude and a length of stay abroad exceeding
3 years.
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Table 5.5 Coefficients and
standard errors (in brackets)
of the OLS regressions on
language competence,
previous migration
experience, emotional
attachment to Germany, and
duration of stay abroad on
risk attitude

Emigrants
Language competence
Mother tongue
Very good
Quite good
So-so
(Very)Poor

97

Remigrants

Ref.
0.289***
(0.077)
0.203
(0.108)
0.265*
(0.114)
0.296**
(0.102)

Previous migration experience
Always in Germany
1 time abroad ≥4 months

Ref.
0.180*
(0.080)
2 times abroad ≥4 months
0.301**
(0.094)
3 or more times abroad ≥4 months 0.578***
(0.095)
Emotional attachment to Germany
Rather attached
Rather not attached
Duration of stay abroad
<1 year
1–2 years
3–5 years
More than 5 years
Constant
Observations
R2

5.717***
(0.310)
4639
0.037

Ref.
0.198***
(0.058)
Ref.
−0.085
(0.102)
−0.222*
(0.093)
−0.196*
(0.090)
6.157***
(0.277)
6358
0.022

Both models control for age, age2, gender, family composition,
labour force status, highest educational qualification, migration
background, and subjective health status. Sources: GERPSw1,
SOEP2017
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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Summary and Conclusion

This study with German respondents examined whether the risk attitudes of internationally mobile individuals (‘movers’) differed significantly from those of non-
mobile individuals (‘stayers’), and whether there were significant differences in the
risk attitudes of emigrants and remigrants. The study also asked whether the willingness to take risks was associated with the geographical/cultural distance to the
destination country.
We were able to overcome the limitations of previous studies–i.e., focusing on
migration intentions rather than actual moves; comparing migrants’ risk attitudes
with those of the native population–by analysing data from the German Emigration
and Remigration Panel Study (GERPS) in combination with data from the German
Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP). We considered actual moves rather migration intentions and compared the individual risk attitudes of German emigrants and
remigrants (‘movers’) with those of the non-mobile German population (‘stayers’).
Our results show that movers were more willing to take risks than stayers.
Contrary to our expectations, there was no difference in the risk attitudes of emigrants and remigrants. Migrants who moved to geographically/culturally more distant countries were more risk-affine than those who moved to less distant countries.
Interestingly, migrants’ risk affinity increased with the number of previous emigration episodes. Taken together, our results suggest that international mobility of citizens of high-income countries seems to be a matter of personality and an expression
of a more adventurous lifestyle–particularly for those moving (repeatedly) to distant
non-European countries.
Although our findings provide interesting new evidence on the relationship
between risk attitudes and international migration, at least two limitations warrant
consideration. First, we relied on risk attitudes reported shortly after migrants had
arrived in their new home. It is possible that individual risk attitudes change during
the migration process. In that case, our finding of higher risk-affinity among movers
would be a (temporary) effect of migration itself. Specifically, increased willingness
to take risks after migration would not reflect psychological differences between
movers and stayers, but would be an effect of increased self-esteem through recent
migration events. It will be possible to investigate such changes in individual risk
attitudes during the migration process when data from the third wave of GERPS are
available. Second, our measure of cultural distance through geographical distance is
a very rough indicator. Future research should include more sophisticated, regional
indexes of cultural distance (see Hofstede 2001). However, beside these limitations
and given the scarce empirical evidence on the relationship between international
migration and risk attitudes, our study contributes to the debate about the psychological determinants of international migration.
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